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As | looked over the side of the boat into Cowichan Bay off Vancouver Island, | was hit by a wave of 
dread. The water looked like mud. There was zero visibility. 


Decades ago, this used to be a seagrass "meadow," but humans destroyed it by building a massive 
seaport and through logging. Around the world, seagrass loss rates are now comparable with those 
reported for mangroves, coral reefs and tropical rain forests, making seagrass meadows among the most 
threatened ecosystems on Earth, according to environmental organization Project Seagrass. 


In clear water, seagrasses can stretch for miles. 
Cloudy water blocks the light they need to survive. 


For five years, the SeaChange Marine Conservation Society along with Cowichan Tribes and community 
volunteers have been working to re-establish these historic underwater eelgrass meadows, which I've 
been sent to photograph. 


Eelgrass is one of about 70 species of seagrass, which are flowering plants that are different from 
seaweed and algae, found throughout the world's coastlines. Around the world, countries are heeding the 
calls of experts who are increasingly discussing how important seagrass is for a long list of reasons. 


In Cowichan Bay, seagrass is important for salmon, which use it as shelter during their fry stage after 
swimming downriver. Ahead of the United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP26) in Glasgow in 
November, the tiny country of Seychelles pledged to protect 100 per cent of its mangroves and seagrass 
ecosystem in its climate action plan. 


Seagrass, mangroves and salt marshes - known collectively as "blue carbon" - are highly efficient carbon 
sinks. Seagrasses are able to absorb carbon an estimated 35 times faster than forests on land. By 
keeping carbon "locked up" and preventing it from entering the atmosphere, seagrass meadows are vital 
to mitigating climate change. 


But you can't photograph what you can't see. 
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The commercial divers | was here to capture use full face masks so they can communicate with the 
surface. After reaching the seabed, one diver, sounding like an astronaut calling back to Houston, said: 
"We've got about 10 feet of visibility down here." A wave of relief washed over me. Luckily, only the 
surface layer had no visibility. It wasn't exactly crystalclear water underneath, but it was enough to 
photograph. 


Suited up and camera in hand, | dove in. 


It was fascinating to watch the small team of divers dig into the barren, silty seabed and drop a batch of 
10 seagrass shoots, each about one-metre long, into a hole and cover it over before moving on to the 
next batch. They laid out their underwater garden in clean rows of bright green vegetation, which will fill in 
over time. It didn't take long for schools of fish and crabs to move back into this habitat, which had been 
missing for decades. 


As | climbed back on the boat, | spotted a sea lion splashing and thrashing not too far away on the 
surface as she ripped apart a salmon. It brought to mind the community effort to support the dwindling 
salmon populations and all the other creatures that depend on a healthy seagrass habitat. 


Not all restoration projects work. They can be expensive and time-consuming. It's much more efficient to 
protect what nature we still have, but under the right circumstances, restoration can yield encouraging 
results. 


As SeaChange executive director Nikki Wright puts it: "If we did things right on land, there wouldn't be 
much need for restoration, but projects like this are rejuvenating and energizing when you have such high 
community engagement like we do [in] Cowichan." 
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